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On Jan. 25 a 10-member delegation of Indian leaders of the Miskito and Rama peoples led by
Brooklyn Rivera opened peace talks with the Nicaraguan government. The talks marked the first
direct contact between senior government officials and Miskito rebel leaders since 1985. The
talks scheduled for this week were the outcome of a meeting Rivera requested with Nicaraguan
President Daniel Ortega in Costa Rica during a Jan. 15-16 regional summit. At that time, Rivera
expressed willingness to return to Nicaragua. Rivera represents a coalition of Miskito, Rama,
Sumu and other Indian rebels known by the acronym Yatama. Armed men under Yatama, he said,
number over 2,000. The Indian delegation, accompanied by several US advisers and a Costa Rican
diplomat, arrived in Managua on Jan. 23 from Costa Rica and were brought to a government-run
hotel. Included among the US advisers was Sen. Edward Kennedy. In an interview at the hotel
with Stephen Kinzer of the New York Times, Rivera said the signing of a peace accord by Central
American leaders had created a climate in which the Miskito conflict might be resolved. "We are
not officially covered under the peace accord, but we want to take advantage of the new situation,"
he said. Prior to leaving Costa Rica on the evening of Jan. 23, Rivera told the AP that his group will
seek a peaceful solution to the conflict based on the government's response to Indian demands for
control over land and natural resources. Later, Rivera said he will ask the government to extend
land ownership rights to the Indians for much of the Atlantic Coast and call for a referendum vote
on the Sandinista leaders now in control there. Rivera told foreign reporters that State Department
officials had prevented him from visiting Indian refugee camps in Honduras since October in order
to pressure him to join forces with the main contra army. Interior Minister Tomas Borge, charged
with conducting the government side of the negotiations, said on Jan. 23 that Nicaragua's Atlantic
Coast, where about 125,000 Indians reside, is already "virtually pacified." Rivera acknowledged
that fighting on the coast had been "sporadic" in the past year. Rivera said Yatama fighters were
prepared to resume active warfare if the peace talks fail. In 1986, Rivera's organization received $5
million in aid from the United States as part of a larger contra assistance package. Rivera said in
an interview with the Washington Post on the evening of Jan. 24 that he will not seek more US aid
while the current dialogue continues. The Miskito rebels once worked closely with the contras and
the CIA. But after a series of disagreements they broke ties with both groups. Sandinista leaders
have acknowledged that Indian grievances are legitimate. In a speech last week, President Daniel
Ortega said, "They are not fighting to defeat the revolution. They have their own demands that have
to do with the Atlantic coast." Many Miskitos are Moravian Protestants, speak English or the Miskito
language and feel little affinity for the rest of Nicaragua, which is overwhelmingly Roman Catholic
and Spanish-speaking. The delegation had originally planned to travel to Managua in October, but
at the last minute Borge canceled the talks on the grounds that permitting the rebels to return to
Nicaragua without first accepting amnesty would set an undesirable precedent. (Basic data from AP,
01/23/88, 01/24/88; Washington Post, 01/26/88; New York Times, 01/25/88)
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